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1
TIME-REVERSAL TACTILE STIMULATION
INTERFACE

TECHNICAL FIELD AND PRIOR ART

This invention relates to a time-reversal tactile stimulation
interface, enabling tactile stimuli of variable shapes and
sizes to be displayed.

A tactile stimulation interface is intended to provide
tactile information, such as a texture, a relief, or a roughness
variable over time and/or space.

Such interfaces are used, for example, in the field of
human-machine interfaces. They may also be used in the
fields of optics, acoustics, chemistry and automated manu-
facturing.

To produce such a tactile interface making it possible to
display a tactile pattern, a matrix of actuators is commonly
used, each actuator directly imposing a normal or tangential,
static or dynamic movement on the surface of the skin. The
resolution of such interfaces is limited by the size of the
actuators. Moreover, these interfaces are bulky and require
a large number of actuators proportionally to the tactile
surface explored, each corresponding to a tactile pixel.
Finally, the presence of these actuators below the surface to
be explored renders the interface opaque, which does not
enable it to be superimposed on a screen. Such an interface
is, for example, described in the document Benali-Khoudja,
M. Hafez, J. M. Alexandre, and A. Kheddar, 2004. Tactile
interfaces: a state of the art survey. Proc. International
Symposium on Robotics.

In other interfaces, the surface to be explored vibrates
tangentially according to the position of the contact with
respect to the pattern. It is then possible to give the illusion
of borders and textures by modulating the shear force
according to the position of the finger on the surface. The
entire plate has the same movement, and it is not possible to
stimulate multiple fingers differently: two fingers exploring
the surface will receive the same stimulus.

The document “Impact localization combined with haptic
feedback for touch panel applications based on the time-
reversal approack”, M. R. Bai and Y. K. Tsai, 2011—7he
Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, 129(3), 1297-
1305 describes an interface using the time-reversal method
to propagate acoustic waves in a glass plate and produce a
tactile stimulation interface.

The time-reversal method consists in concentrating
acoustic energy in a given location. This method is used, for
example, for destruction of a tumour or destruction of an
explosive device, such as a mine.

The tactile stimulation interface propagating acoustic
waves in a thick glass plate, for example having a thickness
greater than 1 mm, has a number of disadvantages. The
speed of the waves in the glass is high, on the order of 1500
m/s. Thus, to obtain a focal spot on the order of the cm,
frequencies on the order of 150 kHz are required. To obtain
a movement sufficient to be perceived, very high powers are
necessary. Finally, the flexural rigidity of a 2 mm glass plate
is too high to be capable of obtaining a movement sufficient
for tactile use. For example, this document mentions move-
ments of 2 um, for a focal spot 3 cm wide.

Document US2010/0225596 describes a tactile interface
comprising an elastomer membrane stretched over a frame
comprising piezoelectric actuators and generating stationary
waves in the membrane. This interface does not make it
possible to generate stimuli localized in time and space.
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2
DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

It is therefore an objective of this invention to offer a
tactile stimulation interface having good spatial resolution
and good time resolution and offering large movements
capable of tactile detection.

It is an additional objective of this invention to offer a
tactile interface making it possible to generate patterns of
complex shapes, such as image contours.

The aforementioned objectives are achieved by a tactile
stimulation interface implementing a time-reversal method,
said interface comprising an element, at least one face of
which is intended to deliver tactile stimulation, actuators
capable of emitting signals in order to propagate an acoustic
wave in the interface element, said element being formed by
a flexible surface, the signals applied to the surface being
determined by the time-reversal method.

As the element in which the acoustic waves are propa-
gated is flexible, the acoustic waves are propagated through
it slowly enough to achieve sufficiently short wavelengths at
low frequencies improving the focusing at resolutions com-
patible with tactile stimulation. The flexible surfaces make it
possible to obtain low radii of curvature and therefore large
movements with a short wavelength.

The actuators may be separate, on a frame supporting the
tactile surface. The stimuli generated by the acoustic waves
are independent of the position of the finger, enabling
multi-finger exploration of the surface. The stimuli may be
repeated, for example, with a frequency on the order of 100
Hz, over time and in an amplitude-modulated manner. These
stimuli may be located in any location at the surface, focused
at a single point or describing the contour of a shape.

Since the actuators may be located on the edge of the
interface element, the element may be transparent and
applied on a screen.

The tactile surface is, for example, formed by a film made
of a polymer material, a composite material, a thin glass
plate with a thickness on the order of 100 pum, or a flexible
screen.

In other words, the invention relates to a stimulator
capable of creating modifiable deformations in a surface in
order to display a relief or localized vibrations that can be
tactilely perceived and capable of changing over time. It has
a surface activated by one or more actuators. These actuators
exert, on said surface, forces calculated according to the
time-reversal method. This method enables an acoustic
wave to be focused on one or more points or lines of the
surface, leading to a perceptible amplitude peak localized in
time and space. This dynamic tactile stimulator enables the
surface to be explored with multiple fingers or portions of
the hand, such as the palm.

The subject-matter of the present invention is a tactile
stimulation interface comprising an element intended to be
tactilely explored by an operator, said element intended to be
tactilely explored being formed by at least one surface, at
least one actuator configured to apply a force on said
surface, and means for controlling said at least one actuator,
said control means being configured to send, to the actuator,
signals corresponding to the forces to be applied to said
surface according to the tactile stimulation to be generated
on the surface, said forces being determined by a time-
reversal method, said surface being comprised of at least one
area such that:
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A being the wavelength of the bending waves being

propagated in said area,

¢ being the speed of the bending waves,

p being the mass per surface unit of said area, and

said at least one actuator having a bandwidth extending
between 1 Hz and 20 kHz so as to excite a large number of
modes specific to said surface.

In an advantageous example, the interface comprises at
least one support forming a frame holding the surface, said
actuator being located near the frame.

In one example, the actuator may apply a force directly on
the surface, perpendicularly to it. In another example, the
actuator applies a force directly onto the support.

In one example embodiment, the interface comprises a
support in the form of a frame from which the surface is
suspended, at least one first and one second actuator, the first
actuator applying a force directly on the surface and the
second actuator applying a force on the support.

In another example embodiment, the surface defines a
closed volume filled with a pressurized fluid, said surface
being stretched by the pressurized fluid, said interface com-
prising a support for said closed volume and at least one
actuator mounted on the support.

In an advantageous embodiment, the interface comprises
at least one sensor of a parameter capable of influencing the
effect of the forces on the surface.

The interface may also comprise at least one sensor for
detecting the presence of the operator in contact with the
interface.

The actuator is, for example, an electromagnetic actuator.
The actuator may be comprised of a coil, a soft iron core and
a magnet, said magnet being fixed on the surface and the coil
being fixed on the support.

According to a variant, the actuator is made of a piezo-
electric material. The actuator can then comprise a beam,
one end of which is built into the support and the other end
of which is intended to apply a force on the surface.

According to another feature, the surface may be
equipped with pins intended to come into contact with the
operatotr.

According to another feature, the surface may be com-
prised of at least two different materials and/or phases.

In an advantageous embodiment, the surface is transpar-
ent.

For example, the surface is comprised of at least one film
of'a polymer material or a composite material. This may then
be stretched over the support.

In another example, the surface is comprised of at least
one glass plate having a thickness of around 100 um.

The control means may be comprised of a modal base or
an impulse response base. The impulse response base may
contain signals to be transmitted to the actuator, said signals
having been determined by the time-reversal method.

The modal base may be comprised of a unit for deter-
mining signals to be transmitted to the actuator by the
time-reversal method.

The control means may be comprised of an actuator
controller transmitting said signals to said actuators.
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4

Preferably, the speed of the bending waves is on the order
of 50 m/s.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

This invention will be better understood in view of the
following description and the drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1A is a top view of an example embodiment of a
tactile stimulation device,

FIG. 1B is a cross-section view of FIG. 1A according to
plane A-A,

FIG. 1C is a detail view of FIG. 1B at the level of an
actuator,

FIG. 2 is a cross-section view of another example embodi-
ment of a tactile stimulation interface, the tactile surface
having pins,

FIG. 3 is another example of a tactile stimulation interface
implementing an actuator of the built-in beam type,

FIGS. 4A and 4B are schematic representations of differ-
ent examples of the tactile interface according to the inven-
tion,

FIGS. 4C and 4D are schematic representations of dif-
ferent examples of the tactile interface according to the
invention, the surface defining a volume filled with a pres-
surized gas,

FIGS. 5A to 5L are top views of a tactile interface in
different states of operation for focusing a point at the
surface,

FIGS. 6A to 6L are top views of a tactile interface in
different states of operation for focusing a triangle at the
surface,

FIGS. 7A to 7C are cross-section views of different
examples of a surface capable of being implemented in the
interface according to the invention,

FIGS. 8A and 8B are top and longitudinal cross-section
views of another example embodiment of a tactile interface
according to the invention,

FIG. 9 is a schematic representation of an example of a
control of a tactile stimulation interface according to the
invention,

FIG. 10 is a top view of an example of an interface and
graphic representations of the movement of different points
of the interface over 1 second.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SPECIFIC
EMBODIMENTS

FIGS. 1A to 1C show a first example embodiment of an
embodiment of a tactile interface according to the invention.

The tactile interface 11 comprises a frame 2, an element
equipped with a flexible surface 4 held on the frame 2 and
actuators 6 fixed on the frame and capable of applying a
mechanical stress on the surface 4, the stress being oriented
transversely with respect to the surface. The suspended
portion of the surface 4 forms a surface intended to be
tactilely explored.

The actuators 6 are mounted on the interior edges of the
frame so as to act on the contours of the surface 4. In the
example shown, the actuators are mounted on tabs fixed on
the lower frame 2.2

The frame 2 comprises an upper frame 2.1 supporting the
surface and a lower frame 2.2 on which the actuators are
mounted. The surface 4 is held between the lower frame 2.2
and the upper frame 2.1.

The surface 4 is intended to be the seat of bending waves
or transverse waves generated by the stresses applied by the
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actuators. According to the invention, the bending waves are
focused so as to produce tactile stimulation at the focal
point.

The surface 4 is made of one or more materials such that:

AW ey

< 10%3
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where:

A is the wavelength of the waves propagated in said area.
For example, to obtain a resolution on the order of the
size of the contact between the finger and the surface,
wavelengths greater than or equal to 2 cm are used;

c is the speed of the bending waves, which is optionally
dependent upon A.

As an example, for a homogenous and isotropic material,

the speed of propagation of the bending waves c is:

- ER (Zn]z
I\ X
P

T is the tension applied to the surface, E is the modulus
of elasticity of the material, h is its thickness, p is the mass
per surface unit, v is the Poisson’s ratio of the material and
A is the wavelength.

To obtain wavelengths of 2 cm at a frequency of less than
20 kHz, the maximum speed of propagation is:

c=N\f=0.02x20000=400 m/s.

In the example of a stretched Mylar® membrane, propa-
gation speeds on the order of 50 nV/s are obtained.

p is the mass per surface unit of the stimulation area. For
a homogenous and single-material surface, it is dependent
upon the density of the material p,, and its thickness h, i.e.
p=p,*h. For a Mylar® membrane with a thickness of 125
um, p=0.175 kg/m>.

The tactile surface is, for example, formed by a polymer
material film, for example Mylar®, a composite material
film, a thin glass plate, for example with a thickness on the
order of 100 pum, or directly by a flexible screen.

The surface may be comprised of different areas each
having a mass per unit of different surfaces, nevertheless,
each area is such that it satisfies criterion (I).

As the size of the focal spot is associated with the smallest
focused wavelength X, by the relation I=hr,,, /2, to con-
struct a spot of size I=1 cm, wavelengths greater than or
equal to A,,,,=2 cm are generated.

As the frequency is associated with the wavelength by the
relation f,  =c/A,,, the actuators chosen to excite the
surface then have a bandwidth from several hertz to f, .
These actuators therefore are not selected to excite certain
modes, but all of the modes of which the frequency is
contained within the bandwidth [1 Hz; f,,, ], i.e. [1 Hz;
c/M,m =11 Hz; 2¢/1] wherein c is the propagation speed of
the waves verifying the relation (I). A bandwidth on the
order of [1 Hz; 20 kHz] is thus obtained. This bandwidth can
thus include up to several hundred specific modes of the
structure.

In practice, this covers several hundred modes. The actua-
tor(s) is (are) therefore chosen so as to have a bandwidth
covering all of the frequencies of these modes. Preferably,
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the actuator(s) is (are) chosen so as to be capable of exciting
the surface at frequencies of between [1 Hz and 20 kHz].

In FIGS. 1B and 1C, it is possible to see in greater detail
an example of actuators capable of being implemented in the
tactile interface, i.e. offering a bandwidth wide enough to
mobilize a large number of specific modes of the surface.

In the example shown, they are electromagnetic actuators
having a copper coil 6.1, a soft iron core and a magnet 6.2,
the latter being fixed on the lower face of the surface 4. The
electrical power supply of the coil 6.1 generates a magnetic
field through the soft iron core that acts on the magnet. A
force normal to the plane of the surface is thus generated.

Alternatively, the actuators may be piezoelectric. In this
case, the actuator, by being deformed by application of a
tension, applies a force normal to the surface.

In the example shown, the interface comprises five actua-
tors. However, this number is not limiting. It is possible, for
example, to have 1, 10 or several dozen actuators, for
example 40, distributed on the support 2.

The forces applied by the actuators 6 on the surface 4 are
calculated by a time-reversal method, which enables the
actuators to generate constructive progressive waves at one
or more given point(s) on the surface and at a desired time.
The user feels not the passage of a progressive wave but the
amplitude reached at the point(s) and at the desired time due
to the constructive interference. The actuator gain is adjusted
so that the amplitude everywhere else is below the tactile
sensitivity threshold. The tactile sensitivity threshold desig-
nates the lowest perceptible vibration amplitude. It is depen-
dent upon the contact conditions and frequency but is around
10 um. It is therefore possible to amplify or attenuate the
movement of the surface so that only the amplitude reached
at the focal points is greater than this threshold and therefore
perceptible. The surface thus appears to be immobile except
for the focal points.

Advantageously, the interface may be comprised of one or
more sensors. For example, it may be a temperature sensor
of the environment in which the interface is located. In fact,
the temperature may modify the speed of propagation of the
waves in the surface. This temperature information can
therefore be used to correct the signals sent to the actuators
in order to take into account this modification in propagation
speed.

Sensors detecting the presence of the operator’s fingers on
the surface may also be implemented, thereby making it
possible to generate tactile stimulation only in areas during
exploration by fingers. The electrical consumption of the
interface can then be reduced, which is particularly benefi-
cial in the case of tactile stimulation interfaces applied to
portable devices. These can involve, for example, optical
Sensors.

We will briefly describe the principle of the time-reversal
method.

The principle of time reversal of waves is based on the
invariance of the time-reversal wave propagation equation.

Consider an actuator exerting an impulse force at a point
1. Consider a sensor located at point A, of the surface and
recording, over time, the movement of this point out of the
plane. Consider h,,,(t) with 0<t<T, the movement recorded
at point An during a period T when an impulse force is
exerted at point I at time ta=0. The principle of reciprocity
indicates that we then have h,, (t)=h, (t): transmitter and
receiver can thus be interchanged without modifying the
signal recorded.

If at point An, the sensor is replaced by an actuator
exerting a force F(t)=h,,(T-t), i.e. the impulse response
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retransmitted by starting at its end. Then, at a point J, the
following signal will be recorded:

8,01 f (T ® B (O g (T-10) b, (=)l

u is an integration variable that is used in the calculation
but does not have a physical meaning.

If J and t are undefined, h,,(T-t) and h,,(t) are decor-
related, they interfere non-constructively, resulting in back-
ground noise with zero mean.

It J=I and t=T, then, owing to the principle of reciprocity:

Sl DY oo Pt T=t8) Tt 4 (T~ 1)t :Lw”hAn,(T—u)zdu

The interference is then constructive, resulting in a much
higher amplitude than at the other points.

The contrast is then defined as being the ratio between the
movement at the focal point at time T and the standard
deviation of this movement at any point.

If N actuators are used, their contributions are added to
give:

N
s =50

n=1

The contrast is proportional to the time T of the time-
reversal window and the root of the number N of actuators:

CeVN
In practice, the time T may be limited by vibration
damping, and preferably a plurality of actuators are then
used to achieve the desired contrast.

The maximum frequency of the signals defines the maxi-
mum resolution capable of being reached by the relation:

c

Jona

Apin =

The minimum width of the focal point is on the order of
M2

The impulse responses h,, (t) may be obtained either
experimentally by actually recording the impulse responses,
or by stimulation or analytically when the geometry remains
simple.

It is then possible to repeat the same experiment with an
actuator at [ and a plurality of sensors. Then, by inverting the
sensors and the actuator, it is possible to generate construc-
tive acoustic waves at point I at a desired time.

According to the invention, by implementing a suffi-
ciently flexible surface as defined above, as a support for the
propagation of acoustic waves, the acoustic waves will be
propagated through it slowly enough, at a speed on the order
of 50 m/s, to reach sufficiently short wavelengths at low
frequencies, for example below 10 kHz, which makes it
possible to improve focusing at resolutions compatible with
tactile stimulation. The flexible surface also makes it pos-
sible to obtain radii of curvature and therefore large move-
ments at short wavelengths. Owing to the invention, the
time-reversal tactile stimulation interface has good spatial
resolution and good time resolution.

The signals sent to the actuators are calculated according
to the time-reversal method and derived either from experi-
mental measurements or from stimulations. The duration of
the forces applied at the surface is variable, for example on
the order of 10 ms, according to the pattern to be focused and
the desired contrast, and the forces may be repeated at a
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8

desired frequency and amplitude. The contrast and ampli-
tude obtained at the focal point are dependent upon the size
of the interface, the vibration damping and the number of
actuators. The number of actuators may be chosen according
to the interface.

FIG. 10 shows a top view of the interface equipped with
a surface 4 held on a support 2 and actuators 6, and the
graphic representation of the movement of six points of the
surface A', B', C', D', E', F' for 1 second.

Only points E' and F' are focused, the focusing being
repeated at two different frequencies (2 Hz at E', 5 Hz at F").
Only “background noise” appears at the level of points A',
B, C', D'. The dotted line shows the tactile perception
threshold. A movement having an amplitude lower than this
threshold is not tactilely perceptible. Thus, only points E'
and F' are tactilely stimulated, and the movement of the
surface at points A', B', C', D' is not tactilely perceptible. It
is therefore possible to amplify or attenuate the movement of
the surface so that only the amplitude reached at the focal
points is perceptible.

FIG. 2 shows another example of an interface in which the
interface element comprises a surface 104 equipped with
pins 104' projecting from the face with which the operator
comes into contact. The actuators 106 are piezoelectric
actuators in the example shown.

FIG. 3 shows another example embodiment of an inter-
face 13 equipped with a piezeoelectric actuator 206 of the
“bender” type, i.e. it is formed by a powder embedded by a
longitudinal end in the support 202 and when it is deformed,
it is deformed by bending so as to come into contact with the
surface and apply a force on the surface 204.

FIGS. 4A and 4B show other example embodiments of a
tactile interface 13, 14 according to the invention.

In FIG. 4A, the support 302 has an ogive shape, the
actuators 306 being located near the frame.

In FIG. 4B, the interface 14 has the shape of a rotation-
symmetrical cylinder, the surface 404 being stretched
between two frames 402 in the form of a ring. The actuators
406 are of the “bender” type as shown in FIG. 3.

FIGS. 4C and 4D show tactile interfaces 15, 16 according
to another example embodiment of the invention. These
interfaces 15, 16 differ from those described above in that
the surfaces 504, 604 are stretched not over a frame but by
means of a pressurized fluid. In FIG. 4C, the surface 504
defines a closed volume in the form of a sphere filled with
pressurized fluid and in FIG. 4D, the surface 604 defines a
closed volume in the form of a ring filled with a pressurized
fluid. The actuators 506, 606 are distributed outside the
volume and are capable of exerting a force normal to the
surface 504, 604. The arrangement of the actuators 506, 606
is shown only for the purpose of illustration.

For example, the closed volume can be mounted on a
support on which the actuators are also arranged, the actua-
tors applying forces at the surface to produce tactile stimu-
lations at different points of the surface.

FIGS. 7A to 7C show several example embodiments of
surfaces 704, 804, 904 slowing the progression of acoustic
waves so as to have a speed of propagation of acoustic
waves in the surface that is slow enough to obtain focus at
sufficient resolutions compatible with tactile stimulation. In
the examples shown, the surfaces are made of a plurality of
materials and/or a plurality of phases. By associating a
plurality of materials and/or a plurality of phases, it is
possible to obtain:
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In FIG. 7A, the surface 704 comprises a liquid 708
confined between two sheets 710, the liquid 708 enables the
surface to be made heavy without increasing the stiffness
and thus makes it possible to reduce the speed of propaga-
tion of the transverse waves. These sheets can be made of
polymer materials, thin glass or the like, and the liquid may
be water, an oil or a gel, for example.

In FIG. 7B, the surface 804 has rigid pins 812 embedded
or not in a resilient material 814. Two elastomers of different
stiffnesses may be used, for example.

In FIG. 7C, the surface 904 comprises a structure made of
a first material 916 and cavities 918 in the structure filled
with a second material 920. It is thus possible to use, for
example, a filled polymer so as to modify the density
thereof.

FIGS. 8A and 8B show another example embodiment of
an interface 17, in which actuators 1006 directly apply a
force on the surface and actuators 1006' directly apply their
force not on the surface but on the support 1002.

In the example shown, the support 1002 and the surface
1004 are integrally formed, the support 1002 having a
greater thickness than that of the surface so as to offer a
certain rigidity, but this is in no way limiting.

As can be seen in this example embodiment, the actuators
1006' apply a force parallel to the surface.

The forces applied by the actuators on the support are not
necessarily parallel to the surface but can be perpendicular
to it, i.e. have a direction forming an angle of between 0 and
90° with the surface.

We will now describe two controls for actuators of the
tactile interface according to the invention.

FIG. 9 shows a schematic representation of a control.

The control comprises a unit for determining A actuation
signals to be sent to the actuators, a modal base or an
impulse response base B, a connection C to the sensors D
that may be implemented and a connection E to a module F
providing the image to be displayed on the interface, i.e. the
tactile stimulation to be generated on the surface and an
actuator controller G that addresses the signals calculated by
the determination unit A at each actuator and performs a
power amplification of the signals before the transmission to
the actuators.

The impulse response base B is a database comprising the
forces to be applied at the surface that have been calculated
by the time-reversal method.

The modal base forms a database of the spatial profile
¢,,(X, y) of a given number N of specific modes of the
flexible surface when it is directly actuated. In the case of
excitation on the frame, it then involves modes of the
flexible surface and frame assembly as well as the frequen-
cies w,, thereof. The signals to be sent to the actuator(s) are
calculated during operation of the interface by the time-
reversal method.

Module F controls the display of one or more points or a
contour at time t0, with a given amplitude. I(x, y, t) desig-
nates the amplitude desired at the coordinate point (x, y) at
time t. For example, in the case of an interface on a mobile
telephone or digital tablet screen, the module may be linked
to the control of the display on the screen.
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As indicated above, the interface may also be equipped
with a temperature sensor D for detection, which provides
information capable of modifying the control signals trans-
mitted to the actuators.

The calculation of the actuator control signals is per-
formed on the basis of the image to be displayed, the modal
base or the impulse response base and signals sent by the
sensors. For example, the signal s (t) calculated for actuator
q located at (x,, y,), for a desired image I(x, y) at time t, is
as follows, depending on whether one is working from the
modal base ¢, , or from an impulse response base h,
respectively.

From the modal base:

N
500 = 3, Buliigs 3g) f fs Falov, )13, v, 10)dxdy - cos(@n(T = 1+ 10))
n=1

From the impulse response base:

»
5q@) = Y 10y, ¥po 1) hglXgy By T=1+15)
p=1

n-T<t<iy

¢,, and are o, dependent upon the modal base ¢,,, w,, as
well as quantities provided by the sensors. T is either a
constant or is calculated as a function of the input parameters
of the calculation unit. h,(x,,y,) is the impulse response
between the actuator q and the point of the surface located
at h,(x,, y,). This calculation may, however, be imple-
mented differently. The signal thus calculated can then
undergo a plurality of transformations of the amplification,
filtering or repetition type, or the like.

Owing to the invention and the choice of the surface, it is
possible to form focal spots, the size of which is on the order
of the cm.

Advantageously, the implementation of the time-reversal
method makes it possible to shift the actuators to the edge of
the surface. Thus, by using a surface made of a transparent
material, the tactile interface may advantageously be super-
imposed on a screen, the control of the stimulation then
being associated with the display on the screen.

Owing to the invention, the actuators may be of reduced
power. In fact, all of the actuators may contribute to the
generation of a stimulus at a point by all focusing on this
point. Conversely, in tactile interfaces of the type with an
actuator matrix of the prior art, each actuator helps to
generate a tactile stimulus at a point and the other actuators
cannot contribute to the generation of said stimulus. This
reduced power makes it possible to use actuators of reduced
size.

In addition, owing to the invention, it is possible to create
tactile stimuli at different points on the surface simultane-
ously, by adding the signals corresponding to each of the
points. If we consider the signals s,(t) and s,(t) transmitted
by an actuator in order to focus on points a and b, the
actuator is ordered to transmit a signal s(t)=s(t)+s,(t). Thus,
an operator placing multiple fingers on the interface accord-
ing to the invention may feel a different stimulus on each
finger.

The possibility of creating a plurality of focal points
simultaneously allows for the generation of complex reliefs
such as the contours of an image. The impulses generated
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locally may be repeated at the desired frequency and be
amplitude-modulated, resulting in a richness in the tactile
information transmitted.

FIGS. 5A to 5L show the surface of a tactile interface
according to the invention in different states adopted by the
surface during the generation of a tactile stimulus at a point
on the surface, and therefore the acoustic waves generated
by the actuators are focused at this point. In FIG. 5K, the
tactile interface is in its state of generating a tactile stimulus
at a point.

FIGS. 6A to 6L show the surface of a tactile interface
according to the invention in different states adopted by the
surface during the generation of a tactile stimulus in the form
of a triangle. In FIG. 6K, the tactile interface is in its state
of generating the tactile stimulus in the form of a triangle.

As explained above, a single actuator may focus a plu-
rality of points or a line, a line being constructed by being
broken down into a sum of points. Each actuator contributes
to the creation of this set of points and can therefore create
a pattern on the flexible surface.

The implementation of a plurality of actuators focusing
the same points makes it possible to improve the contrast
obtained.

The actuators can be located on the frame and act on the
contour of the surface but also act on a more central area of
the surface.

This invention can be implemented in human-machine
tactile interfaces, such as:

touch screens in consumer electronics, telephones, read-

ers, touch pads, etc.;

large-scale touch screens for data mining, simulators, etc.;

automobile, aviation and marine crew compartments;

surgical intervention devices, probes, robot systems;
information access means for individuals with sensory
and motor deficits.

This invention can be implemented in the optical field: in
beam scanning systems, for example in image projectors,
and in the field of adaptive optics.

This invention can be implemented in the acoustic field,
for example in acoustic lenses.

What is claimed is:

1. Tactile stimulation interface comprising an element
intended to be tactilely explored by an operator, said element
intended to be tactilely explored being formed by at least one
surface, at least one actuator configured to apply a force on
said surface, and a controller for controlling said at least one
actuator, said controller being configured to send, to the
actuator, signals corresponding to the forces to be applied to
said surface according to the tactile stimulation to be gen-
erated on the surface,

wherein said forces are determined by a time-reversal

method, said surface comprising at least one area such
that:

AW)/pr<10t3 ¥i>=2 cm

A is a wavelength of bending waves being propagated in
said area,
¢ is a speed of the bending waves,
p is a mass per surface unit of said area, and
wherein said at least one actuator has a bandwidth extend-
ing between 1 Hz and 20 kHz so as to excite a large
number of modes specific to said surface.
2. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
comprising at least one support forming a frame holding the
surface, said actuator being located near the frame.
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3. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 2,
wherein the actuator applies the force directly at the surface,
perpendicularly to the surface.

4. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 2,
wherein the actuator applies the force directly at the surface,
perpendicularly to the surface.

5. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
comprising a support in the form of a frame from which the
surface is suspended, at least one first and one second
actuator, the first actuator applying a force directly on the
surface and the second actuator applying a force on the
support.

6. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the surface defines a closed volume filled with a
pressurized fluid, said surface being stretched by the pres-
surized fluid, said interface comprising a support for said
closed volume and at least one actuator mounted on the
support.

7. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
comprising at least one sensor of a parameter capable of
influencing the effect of the forces on the surface.

8. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 7,
comprising at least one sensor for detecting the presence of
the operator in contact with the interface.

9. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the actuator is an electromagnetic actuator.

10. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 2,
wherein the actuator is an electromagnetic actuator and
wherein the actuator comprises a coil, a soft iron core and a
magnet, said magnet being fixed on the surface and the coil
being fixed on the support.

11. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the actuator is made of a piezoelectric material.

12. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the actuator is made of a piezoelectric material and
wherein the actuator comprises a beam, one end of which is
built into the support and the other end of which is config-
ured to apply a force on the surface.

13. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the surface comprises pins intended to come into
contact with the operator.

14. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the surface comprises at least two different mate-
rials and/or two different phases.

15. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the surface is transparent.

16. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the surface comprises at least one film of a polymer
material or a composite material.

17. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 16,
comprising a support over which the surface is stretched.

18. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the surface comprises at least one glass plate having
a thickness of around 100 um.

19. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the controller comprises a modal base or an impulse
response base.

20. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 19,
wherein the impulse response base contains signals to be
transmitted to the actuator, said signals having been deter-
mined by the time-reversal method.

21. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 19,
wherein the modal base comprises a unit for determining
signals to be transmitted to the actuator by the time-reversal
method.
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22. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the controller comprises an actuator controller
transmitting said signals to said actuator.

23. Tactile stimulation interface according to claim 1,
wherein the speed of the bending waves is on the order of 50 5
nys.
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